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DEVELOPING  A  WORLD-CLASS  FOOD  INDUSTRY 


On  February  9  and  10,  the  Rural 
Education  and  Development  Asso- 
ciation held  the  seventh  annual 
Western  Canadian  Economic  Con- 
ference on  the  Food  Industry.  I 
had  the  honour  of  addressing  that 
major  gathering  of  processors, 
retailers,  distributors,  commodity 
groups  and  farm  leaders,  and  would 
like  to  take  this  opportunity  to 
share  with  readers  some  thoughts 
on  the  issues  discussed  at  the  con- 
ference. 

The  theme  of  this  year's 
R.E.D.A.  conference  was  "Devel- 
oping a  World-Class  Food  Indus- 
try in  Western  Canada."  I  was 
pleased  to  have  the  opportunity  to 
speak  on  that  very  timely  subject. 

Establishing  Alberta  as  the  home 
of  a  world-class  food  industry  and 
enhancing  our  position  in  the  inter- 
national food  marketplace  are  top 
priorities  for  the  provincial 
government.  The  diversification  of 
our  economy  through  expansion  of 
the  processing  industry  is,  in  fact, 
one  of  thi.  government's  stated 
goals. 

During  the  past  15  years  or  so, 
truly  impressive  progress  has  been 
made  in  our  food  and  feed  pro- 
cessing industries.  In  the  early 
1970's,  the  annual  gross  sales  vol- 
ume of  Alberta's  food  and  bev- 
erage processing  sector  sat  at  about 
$1  billion.  Today,  the  figure  is 
four  times  higher.  At  $4  billion, 
the  gross  value  of  our  output  at 
the  factory  gate  now  matches  the 
value  of  output  at  the  farm  gate. 

The  government's  role  in  the 
times  ahead,  during  which  we 
expect  to  see  economic  conditions 
very  different  from  those  that 
helped  spur  our  recent  progress, 
will  be  to  work  closely  with  the 
private  sector  to  achieve  an 
expanding,  competitive,  and  viable 
food  industry. 

On  the  basis  of  a  study  involving 
the  participation  of  industry  rep- 
resentatives, universities,  munici- 
pal development  authorities  and 


the  Department  of  Economic 
Development  and  Trade,  Alberta 
Agriculture  is  developing  a  com- 
prehensive processing  strategy.  The 
study  has  identified  certain  keys 
to  future  growth  in  the  processing 
sector: 

-  because  Alberta's  future  is  tied 
to  its  crop  production  base,  direct 
or  indirect  use  of  gram,  special 
crops  and  oilseeds  is  of  top 
priority; 

-  as  a  consumer  of  grain  and 
producer  of  value-added  prod- 
ucts, our  meat  production  and 
processing  industry,  which 
accounts  for  half  the  value  of 
gross  output  in  the  food  sector, 
must  remain  our  largest  and  sin- 
gle most  important  processing 
sector; 

-  changes  in  world  demand  for 
food  products  must  be  reflected 
in  the  development  of  new  prod- 
ucts. The  trend  toward  "table- 
ready"  products,  for  example, 
presents  exciting  opportunities 
for  our  processors; 

-  in  all  areas  of  food  process- 
ing, technological  innovation  will 
be  the  key  to  success.  The 
government  must  ensure  that  our 
universities,  and  institutions  such 
as  the  Food  Processing  Devel- 
opment Centre  at  Leduc,  play 
an  active  role  in  developing  new 
technology; 

-  finally,  we  must  meet  the 
requirements  of  the  many  smaller 
food  processing  companies  which 
contribute  so  much  to  the  eco- 
nomic activity  and  vitality  of 
our  province.  These  include 
product  and  packaging  devel- 
opment, technology  awareness, 
product  identification  and,  per- 
haps most  important  of  all,  sup- 
port in  the  area  of  market 
development. 

The  government  and  private  sec- 
tor have  made  great  strides  in  that 
area  through  cooperative  market- 
ing efforts.  Joint  government- 
industry  marketing  projects  now 
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underway  include:  an  agreement 
with  the  U.S.S.R.  that  will  see 
Alberta/Russia  cooperation  in  areas 
such  as  crop  p-jduction,  animal 
husbandry,  and  agricultural  mech- 
anization; an  employee  exchange 
with  a  major  Japanese  department 
store  and  other  efforts  aimed  at 
the  Japanese  market;  projects 
involving  the  sale  of  canola  oil, 
live  cattle,  beef  and  pork  to  the 
United  States;  and  government  and 
private  sector  agreements  with 
Mexico. 

At  this  year's  Economic  Con- 
ference on  the  Food  Industry,  the 
most  important  message  may  just 
have  been  that  in  order  to  realize 
the  full  potential  of  Alberta's 
greatest  renewable  resource  —  our 
agricultural  production  base  — 
government  and  industry  must  work 
in  cooperation  to  expand  both  our 
value-added  processing  industries 
and  our  markets  for  their  products. 
The  conference  itself,  in  bringing 
the  public  and  private  sectors 
together  to  discuss  the  needs  of 
the  industry,  was  a  very  positive 
step  in  that  direction. 


